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THE SIEGE OF MAD" 




BY SroNEY OWEN, M.A. 

LBB'a BUDEB IH l£V IBS HIITOBY AT OHBIBT CHUSCH; taH 



The following paragraphs formed part of a Lecture which I had the 
honor of delivering, last spring, at the Boyal Artillery Insititation. The 
general subject was "The British Conquest of the Carnatic;" and the 
lecture included a concise survey of the principal operations of the war in 
which Count Lally, undertaking to exterminate the English, after capturing 
and destroying Fort St David, and unsuccessfully besieging Tanjore and 
Madras, was defeated at Wandiwash hy Colonel Coote, and blockaded and 
compelled to surrender at Pondicherry. Several circumstances seemed to 
make it worth while to reproduce this very summary account of a siege 
which, in Orme's narrative, occupies some eighty 4to pages. An idea hax 
prevailed extensively, that the Boyal Artillery were not employed in India 
until recent times. This idea, incidentally refuted by a series of drawings 
executed by Lieut. J. Hunter of that Corps, about the year 1790, and lately 
presented to the B.A. Institution by Gen, Lefroy, here gives place to the fact, 
that Madras was defended by a body of Eoyal Artillerymen, under the active 
and able command of an experienced ofAcer of that branch of the King's 
service. Again, though the sieges of Seringapatam Were not less eventful 
either in themselves, or in their bearing on the growth of our power in India j 
they cannot vie with that of Madras either as an exhibition of our perilous 
situation in the East, or as integral and characteristic parts, on a new scene, 
of the long, obstinate, and world-wide struggle between ourselves, and those 
whom, until very lately, it was the fashion to consider our natural enemies. 
Thirdly, aa has been pointed out below, the siege of Madras was, tinder the 
circumstances, the eirperimenium crucis of the whole war. Had Madras fallen, 
as it so very nearly did fall, Lally's history and our own would alike probably 
have been much modified. Lastly, it is hoped that this short but [1 trust), 
as far as it goes, faithful account of an achievement in which their predecessors 
took so prominent a part may serve to attract the attention of Officers of the 
Corps, who may not be familiar with the pages of Orme, to a wOrk that 
possesses, in so high a degree, the indispensable quahties and exemplary 
merits of a Mihtary History. Lally's own explanation, fall of interest and 
now very scarce, is too long to quote.* 
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And now, at length, the main action of the great war drams was to begin 
in earnest. The traditional foes were to be pitted, ia their full might, and 
with the mutnat display of their holiest energies and subtlest skill, against 
each other. The Exterminator was to meet, face to face, men thoroughly 
determined not to be exterminated ; but, nnder the experienced command of 
the veteran Lawrence, to retrieve the disgrace of Fort St David, and to 
bold Madras against tbe French, as they bad, again and again, against heavy 
odds, held Trichinopoly in former times. 

On the 29th of Nov. 1768, the besieging army marched from Conjeveram. 
On tbe 4th of December Lally reconnoitred Cbingleput, and, (adds Orme), 
" contrary to the sound rules of war, and perhaps bis own conviction, 
determined to leave it in his rear." 

It was, .in fact, invaluable to the besieged as a place d'armes and rallying 
point for their outlying forces. As usual, the French commander was in a 
burry to push" on, when lie could move at all. But Lawrence, though 
resolved not to engage in a general action, felt the importauce both of giving 
confidence to bis men, by not sheltering them too abruptly behind stone 
walls, and of gaining time, to facilitate the seasonable arrival of the fleet. 
He therefore made a stand first in the Choultry Plain, to the south-west of 
tbe city ; then at tbe end of a sort of defile formed by enclosures on the 
south side of the main road towards Madras, and by the mound of a large 
tank, called the Meliapore, on the north of the road. Here he planted his 
field pieces ; cut tbe mound, submerging the road ; and skirmished with good 
effect for a time; whilst other approaches witnessed similar- skirmishes. 
Gradually and coolly, and with little loss, he retired, withdrawing his various 
outposts as he went; and tbe English, fully mustered in the fort, looked out 
on the French army finally taking up its station in the Black Town. This the 
native qnarter lay to the north and north-west of the fort, an open esplanade 
intervening; while of two rivers which met at the sea to the south of the 
fort, the more northerly one swept round the Black Town on its west and 
Bonth sides, and forming a morass there, sufficiently protected it from the 
probability .of tbe enemy's directing their serious efi'orts in that quarter. 
Lally's own regiment was stationed near the sea, on the north of the Black 
Town ; Lorrain, and the battalion of India, more to the west, in the centre of 
tbe city. 

The flying natives sought shelter in the fort, but were refused admittance, 
and escaped into the country. Spies and some deserters apprised the 
English that the enemy bad taken to plundering the town, and were already 
in a state of drankennesa and disorder. This seemed confirmed by what 
could he seen &om the walls. Draper accordingly urged, and led forth the 
same night, a strong sally to beat up the quarters of the French, before they 
should have time to recover their discipline. Emerging from the fort on 
the west, followed later by a covering party under Erereton, which was to 
halt on the esplanade, the sallying force crossed the river, ascended a 
rising ground, penetrated up a iong street into the heart of the Black Town, 
before the enemy were in ^^y condition to oppose them. Lally's men were 
far away, most of them " reeling drunk. Ijorrain drew up in a street 
parallel to that in which Draper was apprnnching, facing down the street, 
and with two or three platoons advanced to the opening of a cross street. 
The Indian battalion of Europeans Eeems to have been further off, or in 



Digitized by CiOOQ IC 



worse plight than Lorniiii ; for they mastered slowly, in tho rear of the other 
regiment. Lorrain had abo four field pieces. Draper and his advanced 
grenadier corps received and retnrneil the fire of the platoons in the cross 
street, hut pushed on at once, leaving a party to seal this passage ; and, on 
gaining the main transverse thoroughfare of the Black Town, discerned 
Lorrain on their left, presenting its naked flank. Instantly they faced and 
fired, aided by others as they came up ; and the French suffered much from 
this, and more from the well served English field pieces, which drove them 
to cover in the houses; and though tney turned their own guns and fired 
once, the gunners then abandoned their pieces; and Draper, stopping his 
own fire, ordered the grenadiers to follow him, and seize the French artillery. 
But they had pushed on into an enclosure opposite ; how far to escape the 
French fire must he left to conjecture. Four men only followed Draper ; 
and though he received from an ofitcer who had stayed by the guns an offer 
to surrender himself and them, two of his four attendants being killed, and 
the others wounded, he was fain to return to his former station. Then tha 
French emerged from their shelter, reinforced each moment by the gathering 
mass of the Indian battalion ; the firing of guns and musketry raged hotly 
for twenty miimtes ; when Draper, afraid of being cut off by Lally's regiment 
from behind, notified a retreat ; and the bulk of his party, abandoning their 
guns, pushed on for the esplanade. Here Brereton's covering force met 
them in good order; and thence they regained the fort; bot in such a state 
of panic were many of the common men, that they scrambled over the glacis 
into the works. Lally's regiment, with Bussy at their head, gained the east 
entrance to the esplanade in time, but not in condition, t« attack the re- 
treating party ; nor were they the more inclined to do so from the fact, that 
the fort guns commanded that open space. I said, Draper notified a retreat. 
No drummer appeared to sound one. Hence the grenadiers, sequestered in 
their enclosure, were unaware of it in time ; and were compelled to surrender, 
as ignominionsly as by the same number of men, (eighty) 6000 Beloochoes 
were " cribbed, cabined, and confined," and parallyzed by Napier in the 
battle of Meeanee. 

Many more English were killed in the houses, where theif antagonists 
lay, killed also, beside them. Some 200 Europeans were slain or taken on 
each side. The loss of the grenadiers, " the prime men of the garrison," 
was poorly compensated by the death of saubinet, and the capture of 
lyEstaign, the only ofGcer whom Lally seems to have cordially liked and 
trusted. 

The area comprised within the original fortifications of St George had 
been only fifteen acres. But latterly, and in anticipation of the present crisis, 
this s])ace had been doubled, by an outer and more elaborate circuit of 
ramparts and bastions, on all sides except towards the sea; where a brick 
wait, four feet thick, with a battery of thirteen guns before the sea-gate 
in the middle of this wall, and a trench all along it, were the sole defences. 
From the proximity of the fort to the sea, no guus could reach the east side 
from the land ; while the surf formed generally a tolerable security against a 
landing from the sea. The great danger, it will be seen as we proceed, was 
lest a force should come along shore, and attack the sea-gate. To guard 
against this, a fascine battery was erected close to the north-east angle of 
the old fort; and at each end of the new one a strong stockade, with a 
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tiencli, raa out into the lurf. Between the new and the old walla (which 
were still retained), on the west and south sides, intervened & wet ditch, 
part of the channel of a choked up bed of the adjacent river, which had been 
diverted for the purpose. The morass also has been already mentioned. 
Our chief business now is with the north side, where the brunt of the attack 
and defence was to be waged. The great glory of the new works was the 
royal bastion. This, completely embracing the old north-west bastion, 
had three faces; each grinning formidable deSance from many embrasures; 
the eastern face curving inwards, and confronting a similar face of the demi- 
bastion, which partially covered the old north-east bastion, but left some of its 
^ns free to range along the flank of the new work. A " blind " of earth had 
been raised to cover the exposed northern bee of the old atmcture. A broad 
terrace (in non-military phrase) connected the royal with the demi-bastion. 
A. trench, dry but deep and broad, and palisaded, ran in front of the whole 
line of defence on this side; which was completed by a strong north ravelin, 
opposite the curtain. I shrink from the perilous miuutias of cuveiiei and 
eajxmi^ea, and other teehnicalitiea, the application of which I do not 
thoroughly understand; and need only indicate the position of Figot's 
bastion and the noith-west lunette, on the western side of the fort. 

Though some time elapsed before the enemy were well supplied with 
ammunition, or even with guns (which they seem to have obtaaned mostly 
from their remaining men-of-war), they lost no time in constructing batteries, 
as follows. To the north, on the verge of the Black Town, and close to 
the sea, 500 yards from the fort, was raised what the English called Lally's 
battery, consisting of both cannon and mortars. While the latter threw shells 
into the town, and did much damage to the houses, the former bore chiefly 
on the demi and old north-east bastions ; and, from an angle close to the sea, 
on the east face of the north ravelin. Pour mortars were planted io the 
north of the burying ground. To the east of it, and named from it, anotba 
battery bore on the western face of the north ravelin, on the demi, and 
diagonally on the royal and old north-west bastiotw. The English styled 
the Lorrain a battery which enfiladed the royal, and sweeping the terrace 
on its east^n side commanded also the old north-east bastion; while a 
return, on the north of the Lorrain, bore on the north-west face of Figot's 
bastion. Lastly, the hospital ricochet battery sent its terrible leaping 
missives over the north-vest lunette, the old north-west bastion, and on to 
the demi-bastion. On the bar to the south the French also planted some 
guns, more to intercept communications between the garrison and th^r 
friends without the wails, than to bear directly upon the works. 

Tbey then actively pushed on trenches from Lally's battery towards tiie 
main object of their attack, the north-east angle of the fort; and ere long, 
at the seeond "crochet" (or demi- parallel) oonstructed another battery, 
also of both cannon and mortars ; the guns bearing mainly ou the east front 
of the north ravelin, preparatory to the erection of the breaching battery, 
close up to the glacis of the chief angle of assault. 

On the other hand, every effort was made to retard and frustrate tb^ 
exertions. So vigorous and well-directed was the fire of the fort that it 
again and again silenced for awhile the enemy's guns. Cannon were dis- 
mounted and mined rapidly and constantly on both sides ; embrasures had to 
be closed for repairs; and wa sturdy and frequent salliea of the besieged, the 



Digitized by VjOO'J IC 



wuntinesB of artillen' and ammnnition on the part of the benders, and the too 
great elevation of their gans, rendered the progress of the attack for a time 
doubtful. But steadilj and aarely the French worked on at tbeii trenches j 
and the second "crOohet" was finished, and the advanced battery there 
erected, tlien damaged, and in a great measure disused. 

The spirited sallies continued. Sometimes in small parties ; sometimes in 
lai^ braies ; now against a battery ; then to interrupt the woiiimen at a 
trench ; and again to fall upon a detachment, spike up or carry away a field- 
piece or two on the south of the town ; or to communicate with and remit 
money to their out-ekiimishera, who were operating on the rear of the 
French ; the daring Englishmen, and Jemaul S&heb, the commander of the 
Sepoys, catching the hardy infection, distracted the attention, partially 
arrested the activity, disturbed perpetually the equanimity of their opponents ; 
who yet, on the whole, with a determined spirit equal to their own, pressed 
slowly but surely onward to the foot of the walls. 

The Nabob, meanwhile, and his numerous tuiie relished the confinement and 
discomforts of a besieged town less and less daily. Soon, with the full consent 
of the English, and indeed to thcii relief, he departed, to find refuge in 
Trichinopoly; and his followers were at once also got lid of. Figot and bis 
councillors were men wise in their generation. Yet it may he doubted whether 
they were clearly right in thus seeming to sanction the idea that Madras 
was not a secure place for their nominal sovereign. The king of Tanjore 
was certainly very unfavourably impressed by the departure of the Nabob ; 
and hesitated, on that account, to comply with CaUiaud's pressing instances 
for a reinforcement. The hostile Beets, meanwhile, were &r away. But the 
iVencb bad two men-of-war, and some smaller vessels. And an English 
Indiaman arrived, and after safely landing a quantity of treasure and stores, 
especially shells oi htge size, very opportunely, Ingliss, her brave captain, 
animated by the same daring spirit that glowed in the breasts of the whole 
garrison, thoagh offered the option of retiring from the scene, or running 
his ship ashore, determined to hold his station oS the fort. And nobly he 
fulfilled that resolve. Though "stormed at with shot and shell" by noth 
the men-of-war, ihe batteries from the north, and the guns on' the spit to 
the south, his masts and rigging shattered; his hull pierced again and again, 
sometimes by red hot shot ; he held on, tUl one of the men-of-war and a 
sloop actually fied out of the road, for fear of bis executing a plan to cut 
them out; and the guus on the bar being wanted elsewhere were withdrawn; 
when he had some respite from the general assault on his stout craft. A 
field-piece placed, instead of the heavier metai, on the bar checked, without 
preventing, communications between the town and their outlying forces. 

The yiench had, by this time, seriously damaged the works on the north; 
and having reached the foot of the glacis, commenced their brea<^ung battery 
there. And now the contest became most obstinate, desperate, and deadly. 
The fire of the besieged silenced for awhile the breaching battery; but, as 
before, tot awhile only ; though that battery, at first, as Lall/a before, fired 
too high. The demolition of the works, the destraction of guns, the 
easnalties among the besieged, vent on apace. The French seized, and 
turned against ihe English, the stockade on the sea-mai^n. Petetmined 
attempts were made to recover it, but in vain. It was abandoned. The 
Prencii began to mine. The English countermined. On botb udea it 
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happened that the mine, puahed on too rashly and too high, let in the day- 
tight. But while the Enghsh took advantage of their opponents' mistake, 
and with musketry and grenades drove them back into their burrow ; they 
succeeded in covering up their own opening, and taking a freah start, 
without the fabe move being detected. And while the Frwich exploded a 
mine, with little effect, on the verge of the salient north-east angle ; the 
English finished leisurely their underground chambers, much to their own 
satisfaction; and lodged therein several hnndred pounds of powder, for the 
warm and hospitable reception of the strangers, when they should make 
bold to cross the threshold of their honey-combed and tottering outworks. 
But an attack, along the shore, on the sea-gate, was now most immediately 
feared. They therefore, while repairing, as well as they could, but most 
inadequately, the injuries on the north-west face of the fort, reconstructed 
in hast« the fascine battery, bricked up the sea-gate, opening a small wicket 
(as it were) on its side, threw out additional defences into the surf, and in 
more than one vigorous and obstinate sally overturned into the sea, or 
dragged into the covered way, the gabions which the French were accumu- 
lating at the stockade ; repulsing, and firing smartly and effectively on the 
working parties, and holding the post against reinforcements, until the work 
of demolition was weU-nigh accomplished. A daring attempt by a French 
Serjeant, with the promise of a commission if successful, to enter the works 
along the seaside was defeated, and the gallant Serjeant mortally wounded 
in the affray. 

So the terrible work went on. The English fleet still held aloof. Most 
of the houses in the town were in ruins, and " opened to the heavens." Much 
of the bastions was actually demolished ; and shot began to penetrate the 
merlons and gabions, and hit the defenders behind their faithless covering. 
Pigot had arranged a smart attack on tlie Black Town, to be carried out by 
Preston. But Preston could not carry it out ; couid not even get into the 
fort to confer upon it. Calliaud was retarded in the south, and a general 
assault was now deemed imminent. Well had Lally done his part, in spite 
of all difficulties. And well had his soldiers, at least, served him. But well 
too had the besieged fulfilled their task. No thought was among them — 
I do not say of yielding — but of ultimate failure. Hardly a murmur was 
heard, now that tlie timid, fidgety Nabob, and his troublesome followers, 
were out of the way. Cheeruig news too of Forde's victory had been 
received, and celebrated with the fire of the whole garrison, directed towards 
the French quarters. And they still hoped that the fleet would, ere long, 
turn their anxiety into triumph, 

Lally held a council of war upon the advisability of storming forthwith, - 
and himself declared in favour of that measure; bnt the officers pronounced 
against him. The breach was said to be practicable, but so much exposed 
to the enemy's fire as to be inaccessible. It was added spontaneously, that 
no good could come of prosecuting the attempt longer. Whichever opinion 
were correct, who does not pity and sympathize with poor Lally in this 
bitter moment P So near the crowning point of success, after such diffi- 
culties, Bo perseveringly overcome, after such exertions, so impossible to be 
renewed ; to be warned ofi', by his own subordinates, from the desire of his 
eyes, the goal of his hard running ! The end was indeed near. But not such 
an end as he had anticipated when he plunged head-long into the Anglo- 
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Indian war of extermination, or vhea he stood tiinmpbuit on the site 
of the demolished ramparts of Fort St David ! 

The end was near, and, as has so often happened both in India and else- 
vhere, when the operations of armies depend eo much upon the movements 
of corresponding flotillas, there was a strong toaoh of the ludicrons in its 
abmptnesB. The English fleet was heard of, as approaching; was signalled, 
seen ; and after an ansions nighf s anticipation of a last sudden attempt at 
escalade, the morrow's light broke upon the landing of the ships, ana the 
pouring forth from the fort of a teeming joyous concourse, to inspect the 
deserted works of the vanished' foe. Not only hopeless of success, but 
fearful for themselves, they had decamped during tne night, in too great 
haste to burn (as Lally had threat^ed), the Black Town, or even to remove 
their own sick ; so badly provided with beasts of transport, as to allow 
upwards of fifty cannon, and ammunition in abundance, to fall into the 
muds of the English. They marched away, Orme adds, in rags, and 
without provisions j but exacted the latter, as they went, by force. 

The following details, supplied by the same able and careful anthor, will 
give an exact idea of the activity of the operations, and the crucial character 
of the struggle, with reference to the general fortunes of the war : — 

" The fort fired during the siege S6,554 rounds from their cannon, 7502 
shells from their mortars, and threw 1990 hand grenades; the musketry 
expended 200,000 cartridges. In these services were used 1768 barrels of 
gunpowder. Thirty pieces of cannon and five mortars had been dismounted 
on the works. There remained in the fort, artillery sufficient for another 
siege, with 80,767 cannon balls, but only 481 sheila, and 668 barrels of 
gunpowder." As many of the enemy's cannon balls were found "in and 
around the works, or in the native town," as the garrison had expended. 
The enemy consumed all the shells of the two first rates in the stores of 
Pondicherry, and threw of all sorts 8000, of which by far the greatest niunber 
were directed against the buildings. 

"Of the European officers, one major, Folier, two captains, six lieo- 
tenants, and four ensigns, were killed ; one captain and one lieutenant died 
of sickness; 14 other officers were wounded, of whom some dangerously} 
and four were taken prisoners; in all 38. Of rank and file in the battalions 
of Europeans, and of the men belonging to the artillery, 198 were killed, 
52 died in the hospital, 20 deserted, 122 were taken prisoners, and 167 
wounded ; in all 559; but many of the wounded recovered, Of the Lascars, 
who were natives assisting in the artillery, 9 were killed, and 15 woundedi 
Of the Sepoys, including officers, 105 were killed, 217 wounded, and 440 
deserted. The loss in Europeans was more than reinstated by the troops 
brought in the ships." 

The activity andTjudgment of the Governor were conspicuous throiu;bout. 
Provisions had been abundantly laid up, and were regularly and methodically 
distributed- by the well-trained civil of&oials. In every department, in fact^ 
of the service, "all was emulation." 

"All however acknowledged that the enemy, in proportion to theic 
numbers, compared with the strength of the garrison and works, had pushed 
the attack with unremitting perseverance and endeavour, aiwl the enemy 
equally respected the science and steadiness of the defence." 
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Orme then mentions the Company's officers who served zealonsly nnder 
"their preceptor in the si^e," the veteran Lawrence; and adds the in- 
teresting fact that this was the first siege, whether offensive or defensive, in 
which Mr Call, the chief engineer, to whose jonrual and plans the historian 
wBs probably much indebted, had served, "Captain Hislop, who arrived 
with a company of the king's artiUerymen, at the same time as Aldercron's 
K^ment, was the senior omcer in this branch; he had served in Bergen-op- 
Zoom. The Company's artillery, which fnrnished all the cannon and 
ammunition, was commanded by Captain Bobert Barker; even the enemy 
acknowledged that the promptitude and execution of the hre from the fort 
was superior to their own : whatever guns or mortars were disabled on the 
defences, were immediately replaced by others prepared in store." 

"Thus," he adds in conclnsion, "every officer of distinction on the 
estabhshment of Coromandei was employed in the defence of Madras, ex- 
cepting Captain Joseph Smith," who was in command at Trichinopoly. 

The statistics on the French side are less precise. Orme estimates their 
force, on its advance from Conjeveram, at 2700 firelocks ; and an intercepted 
letter of Lally's, towards the close of the siege, states that he had still 2000 
^Europeans; but on the spot seemingly not more than 1000 Sepoys. 

On the whole, tliough the failure of this great undertaking was far from 
ending the war, it is not too mnch to say that it was "the beginning of the 
end ;" for henceforth Lally was practicaQj on the defensive. 

And the end came full soon. The last act of the drama in India, though 
a bloody afterpiece was to be performed in Europe, discJosed the fall of 
Pondieherry, and with it that of the political power of the French in the 
Peninsnla. Pitt and Coote, English valour, good conduct and wealth, the 
indispensable and powerful co-operation of our fieet, on the one hand; and 
on the other, the ill success of the French arms in Europe and America, 
the consequent absence of their fleet from the scene of action in India, and 
the baleful predomioance there of internal dissension, mismanagement, and 
corruption — proximately famine, had consummated the ruin of the once 
prond metropolis of Dupleix's contemplated empire. 

Haughty and impracticable in his tone to the last, LaUy surrendered ; 
to experience (even after the victor had occupied the place, and had dropped 
a tear over the sad spectacle of his emaciated prisoners, and the fateful 
catastrophe of their wild but gallant general] renewed insults from his 
intractable and exasperated nnderlings ; and to expiate, on a French scaffold, 
not surely his own alleged treachery to the interests of a country which 
he had served not wisely hut too well,' but the accumnlated mass of evil 
Connected with the old r^me at home, and the settlement in India, and 
the nnpardonable orime of having commanded where France, smarting under 
reputed blows in other parts of the world, had sustained a scandalous, total, 
anvirretrierable overthrow. 

And we, who were tbe gainers by his faults, and who have risen upon that 
overthrow to Imperial greatness in the East, should of aU men' most corn* 
passionate his failings, and condone them in the memory of his cruel death ; 
and solemnly ask ourselves, How have we used, how are we henceforth 
disposed to usej those vast opportunities, how to fulfil that heavy responsi- 
bili^, which his ill-starred bnt not altc^het inglorious career in part 
tended to devolve npon us F 
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IVee as we are from many difficalties which beset his path, and prepsred 
his failure, it may not be amiss to remember, that be was still, in no small 
measure, his own destroyer. The precipitancy, the arrogant temper, the 
snpercilionsnesB, above all the want of sympathy alike with Europeans and 
natives, of the Hibemo-Gallic soldier are not without theit moral for as. 

The empire of India has never been won, could not have been won, by 
men animated by such a spirit. Baber and Acbar conquered, just because 
they were generallv jost, considerate, generous and genial, as well as firm 
and prompt to strike, when striking was inevitable. In his faults, as in the 
catastrophe of the rty which he nndermined, Lally recalls not a little the 
Mabmood Ti^hlaks, and Auzungzibs, who ^;ain and again have shewn how 
warily the Indian warrior BmA. ruler ^ould pursue a tracks which must ever 
pecuWly lie 
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